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Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me....I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit..." (John 15:4-5a) 
What is the essence of church? What is the spirit, the soul, the inner being, of this community we call church? It may seem impossible to describe this essence. It’s like trying to describe love and apple pie. We can talk about it, but words are inadequate to convey the inner goodness of love or apple pie. As we say, "You have to experience it. You have to be there."
That’s why I keep saying that the most important thing about church is to show up. It’s important to show up, to stay connected, to stay on the program. If we show up long enough, we’ll begin to catch the essence-- the soul, the inner goodness--- of church.
Most of us would say that the church is a stabilizing influence in a community. But in this secular culture, we also have to be aware that, like the Rich Young Ruler, the church runs the risk of losing our soul, our essence. We can easily "gain the whole world and lose our soul." We can lose our soul by over-functioning—-working ourselves ragged, running vigorous programs at church. We can lose our soul by serving on so many church committees that we get drained, "burned out." Even with the best of intentions, we can lose our soul by pushing beyond our limits.
When our church’s Nominating Committee tells us that we are having trouble finding people to serve on all our committees, this may be a sign that some changes need to be made. Do we need fewer committees, smaller committees, fewer meetings? We may be over-working our people until we are running on empty. Sometimes the good can be the enemy of the best; and we can lose our soul — as individuals or as a church.
So what is the soul of a church? What is the essence of church—the soul that we dare not lose--- that keeps drawing us back here? You might say that the essence of the church is the people. With our childhood fingers, we used to gesture and say, "Here’s the church, here’s the steeple, open the door and see the people." We come here to be with the people, because we know that the people here care about us. Somebody is going to stop us and ask us, "How have you been? What’s new?" Even the children tell us that the people here care about them, and they know it! But as important as the people are, the people alone are not the essence of church.
You could say that our classes and mission groups are the essence of the church. We come here to study Scripture, to discuss great moral issues —gun violence, death penalty, the environment, homosexuality and Christian faith. We form mission groups to alleviate poverty, to care for the poor, to reduce violence, to widen the circle to include those who are outcast, marginalized. We work with Habitat for Humanity, Walltown Mission, Peace and Reconciliation, Disabilities Mission, and our Kostroma, Russia sister church mission. We need to keep doing all these missions. Why? Because Jesus told us to do it, and we are his followers. But doing justice and making peace are not the central reasons that bring us here. Peace and justice, as important as they are, are not the essence of the church.
We could say that the essence of this church is the institution. As someone said, the church is the greatest instrument for doing good. Therefore, we need to preserve the institution. We need to support it with our tithes, our money; and we need to give systematically and sacrificially. Likewise we need to work carefully to maintain an effective church organizational structure-— by-laws, Rules of Church Order, clear job descriptions for committees and staff We need to find ways to preserve this institution into the future, so we will be invited to remember the church in our wills and other instruments of giving. We are looking for ways to keep this place going into the future. We want this church to remain strong for many years ahead.
All these areas of our life are vitally important. But the primary call, our first work, is not to be a strong institution. Our primary call is not to bring justice and peace. Our primary call is not to alleviate the plight of the poor. Our first work "is to be a people, the people of God." (from Gordon Cosby)
Out of our life as a people will come the call and the ways to bring justice, to care for the poor, and to keep this institution vital on into the 
But none of this can happen unless we first attend to being God’s people. That means that our primary call is to spend time with God, to develop a passion for Jesus---- to stay close to God, close to Jesus.
Relationship to God, relationship to Jesus, is the main reason we are here. As Gordon Cosby says it, "We are called first of all to be on fire, with a passion for Jesus, a passion for one another, and a passion for our own lives."
Do we have a passion for Jesus? It may sound old-fashioned, but we have to ask: Do you know Jesus? Do I know Jesus? If we know Jesus, we are connected to him —just as a branch is connected to a tree. But notice that it’s a collective image. We are all branches; you’re a branch, I’m a branch. It takes all of us branches to make the bush, the tree. Jesus is the vine, the trunk of the tree. We are connected to Jesus together. We don’t follow Jesus as a lone individual. We are together.
We are a people. The early church started as a people, a group. Half of the New Testament is written to churches, not individuals. These churches were vibrant, loose, free. These were churches that met in homes, where the people shared each other’s lives, and they loved each other and their Lord in a compelling way. They were intent on knowing and experiencing Jesus and staying close to him daily. (from Gordon Cosby) The branches knew that their very life depended on their continued connection to the vine, the source.
When we are connected to the source of our live, we can become a vital, vibrant people. We then have a place where we can be at home. Our home is in the people. And when our hearts are open, God sends a torrent of love that flows into the people. And the tree flourishes, like the lush growth in springtime. When we are open to this torrent of love, some amazing things start happening. The air changes. The room changes. We begin to experience an ethos, a climate, an atmosphere, a milieu, an essence that keeps drawing us here.
What is this "isness," this essence? It’s difficult to describe; but when we know it, we feel it. We sense that Jesus is with us. When the Dalai Lama came to Washington, DC a few years ago, he talked about compassion. We might think that this sophisticated man would give a complex definition of compassion. But he described compassion as a "warm feeling."
Can we nurture a little warm feeling toward each other, toward ourselves? This may be all it takes to carry us back into the presence of Jesus. I suspect that one of the reasons people were so drawn to Jesus is the warm feeling they felt in his presence. If we are his Body, the church, then that warm feeling will be around here. And when that warm feeling is flowing, somebody is going to say, "It’s Jesus." He is with us. Our primary call is to be a people who embody this gentleness, this warm feeling. (G. Cosby)
Out of our relationship with Jesus, something happens. Jesus stands among us, and we feel an energy, a life force among us. He promised us, "Where two or three are gathered, I am with you."
That’s what Jesus’ image seems to be trying to teach us. "I am the vine, you are the branches." if you are a branch on a tree, and you try to run off by yourself and do some activity, as noble as it is, you will break off from the vine—the source of your nurture and life. We branches must stay connected to Jesus---"abiding in him." This word "abide" is an old word that carries the meaning "making our home in him." if we do not "abide in him," we risk losing our very soul, our very essence.
Likewise, if we try to depart from the vine, we can lose our connectedness to each other. When we join this body, the people, we are connected, intertwined in a system that provides each of us nurture. Together we then provide both shade for the weary and food for the hungry. There is an exchange of energy when we are together — you in me, and I in you. We are part of one another.
This sounds so good; this is the way we ought to be. But we also must remember that we are ordinary humans; and sometimes we are cantankerous people. There can be petty bickering among us. There can be rivalry among us. We can betray one another. We may not like one another. But God seems to be saying: "I have given you to each other. Even the most embarrassing member of this church has a gift to give us; even the most difficult member is a gift to us."
Our job is to stop being judgmental and to open ourselves to gift that God has sent through each of us. My job is not to judge others, but to open my
heart, to nurture my own deep longing for Jesus and for my sisters and brothers who have been given to me here. (Gordon Cosby)
This may sound terribly idealistic. We’re only human, we say. We can also remember that Jesus’ first disciples were only human; in fact, they were a pretty sorry group. But Jesus longed to be with them, and he longed for them to be with him. He wanted his life to flow into them, and their life to flow into and enrich the lives of each other and those around them.
It’s a great moment when we can open our eyes and we see that this is my people—to see that I am at home with this people. Then, we all become utterly significant to each other. (G. Cosby)
Our vitality and vibrance as church grows form our mutual connection to Jesus and to each other. This is the essence of church. And when we catch this essence, then our hearts will be so open that we’ll be ready for God to shake us up on any Sunday, to blast us out of our complacency. This is why the poet Annie Dillard says that we need to wear crash helmets when we come to church. And we won’t be shocked when God shakes us up here. (Annie Dillard, HOLY THE FIRM)
Instead, we will leave here changed, transformed, fortified, sanctified. And that means we’ll leave here eager and joyful, knowing we are called to pick up our piece of God’s work. Knowing we are God’s people, we’ll leave here with courage, willing to take the necessary risks to continue Jesus’ ministry of compassion and justice and love. We’ll build houses for the poor, minister to those imprisoned, and reach out to include the stranger, and teach the children among us too. And we’ll do it because we’re connected to Jesus. We have a passion for Jesus and a passion for one another.
Sing: "There is a name I love to hear, I love to sing its worth; it sounds like music in my ear, the sweetest name on earth. 0 how I love Jesus. 0 how I love Jesus, 0 how I love Jesus because he first loved me."
Prayer: If we have a future, God, it’s not because we developed an effective organizational structure here. It is because we understand that we really are your People. We want to be with Jesus and to have him be with us—not to do impressive things, but to stay connected, to stay all to become part of the people. We pray that you will send us people who need to be here. Speak to us, break open our hearts, so that we may indeed love you and find our life in you. Amen.
Acknowledgment: Basic ideas in this sermon came from Gordon Cosby, "Being Church," a sermon at Church of the Saviour, Washington, DC,
6-10-95
See also Annie Dillard’s book HOLY THE FIRM.
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